JSTOR is a not-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content in a trusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org. The formal detective novel, the so called "pure puzzle" or "whodunit," is the most firmly established and easily recognized version of the thriller. Sharing sources with the novel proper, boasting a tradition dating from Poe, and listing among its practitioners a number of distinguished men of letters, the detective novel has enjoyed a long, though slightly illicit, relationship with serious literature. As with literary study, historians and bibliographers of the form, discovering incunabula, repudiating apocrypha, and tracing sources and lineage, have published their findings in a multitude of books and essays, in somewhat learned journals and parascholarly periodicals. And almost since its inception, critics have been denouncing the rise and announcing the demise of the whodunit. But the detective novel has survived the vicissitudes of literary taste and the sometimes suffocating paraphernalia of scholarship; though it attained its greatest heights of production and consumption in the 1920's and 1930's-the so called Golden Age of the detective story -the best examples of the type retain a remarkable longevity. The whodunit, in fact, has become a kind of classic in the field of popular fiction.
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The writers of the Ellery Queen stories (Frederick Dannay and Manfred B. Lee) so firmly accepted the puzzle theory that at one time they inserted near the end of their books a "challenge to the reader," who now possessed all the information necessary to solve the case himself. Since the Queen novels presented some of the most abstruse problems in detective fiction, few readers, if any, rose to the challenge. (The writers have not used the device for more than twenty years.) In The Chinese Orange Mystery, for example, one must figure out why a murderer would turn his victim's clothes back-to-front and how a room could be locked from the outside by a complicated arrangement of weights, strings, and thumbtacks. Similarly, few would arrive at Hercule Poirot's dazzling conclusion, in Agatha Christie's Murder in the Calais Coach, that since no single person on a train could have committed a murder, all the passengers must have done it together. "Only a halfwit could guess it," commented Raymond Chandler. The fanciful methods and incredible ingenuity of most fictional murderers elude everyone but the detective. Only he is granted the power to arrive at the correct deduction from the most tenuous or ambiguous evidence; thus, the box of spilled pins in John Dickson Carr's Till Death Do Us Part immediately suggests to Gideon Fell yet another method of relocking a room, while to the reader it suggests nothing at all extraordinary. Fell solves another difficult case in Death Turns the Tables because he happens to know that Canadian taxidermists stuff mooseheads with red sand, a fact unlikely to be known by the reader and equally unlikely to be thought important.
The puzzle theory demands some credence, if only because so many readers and writers espouse it. It seems clear, however, that although the puzzle is central to the detective novel, it does not in fact provide the chief source of appeal; the reader generally cannot solve it by the detective's means, and thus derives his chief pleasure not from duplicating but from observing the mastermind's work. The novels do not so much challenge human ingenuity as display it to its furthest limits. The reader does not share the detective's ability, rather he marvels at it. Other, more subtle readers of detective fiction reject the puzzle theory for a psychological and literary explanation. Edmund Wilson argues that in the 1920's and '30's the world was "ridden by an all-pervasive feeling of guilt and by a fear of impending disaster,"4 which led to the production and enjoyment of detective fiction: everyone sought release from anxiety in the identification of the scapegoatcriminal, who "is not, after all, a person like you and me." W. H. Auden carries Wilson's thesis a step further, suggesting a literary basis for the whodunit's chief appeal. In his penetrating essay, "The Guilty Vicarage," Auden finds a timelessness in the detective story, derived from its resemblance to Greek tragedy. Its interest, he claims, lies "in the dialectic of innocence and guilt." He identifies as "demonic pride" the murderer's belief that his own intelligence will permit him to elude the punishment of a just universe. Since the murderer's action has implicated a whole society, the detective's task is to locate and expel the particular cause of a general guilt. The expulsion has a cathartic effect, liberating the reader's own latent hubris and guilty desires. Auden concludes that "the typical reader of detective stories is, like myself, a person who suffers from a sense of sin." Both critics, though persuasive, fail to account for the peculiar elements of the detective novel. Wilson does not consider the fact that though the whodunits of the Golden Age remain popular, they no longer dominate light fiction, or that very few classic detective novels are currently written. In the present era, haunted by memories of global conflict and menaced by the spectre of nuclear holocaust, man may well labor under the greatest burden of guilt and anxiety since the Fall; logically, the detective novel should now be enjoying unprecedented popularity, but this is not the case. Wilson carelessly identifies the typical villain of the novels as a criminal ("known to the trade as George Gruesome"). Even a casual reader of detective fiction will recognize Wilson's error: the typical villain is not a criminal but an ordinary and superficially acceptable citizen, "a person like you and me," which, in Wilson's terms, would imply condemnation rather than exculpation of the society. Wilson also fails to account for the peculiar nonviolence of the form. It is not, as he implies, a manhunt, but rather an exploration of a posh and stylized milieu; further, the final accusation is less an attempt to fix guilt than a means of expelling a social offender.
Perhaps because he is a confessed "addict" of detective fiction, Auden comes closer to the truth in recognizing the relevance of the novel's society, but errs in identifying its structure and significance as tragic. Since the reader never learns the murderer's identity until he is revealed, and since the criminal's method is described through an intellectual reconstruction, there is no opportunity to identify with him or sympathize with whatever hubris, fear, remorse, or guilt he may suffer. Though the detective novel deals in the materials of human disaster, it steadfastly avoids presenting them in emotional terms, and thus prevents the characteristically emotional engagement of tragedy. It presents no violent disruptions of the social fabric, no sense of universal culpability, but rather a calm and virtually unruffled world, where everything turns out, after all, for the best. With the intellectualization of potentially sensational matters, without any direct involvement, knowledge of the murderer's character, or sense of doom, the reader neither experiences complicity nor requires catharsis. A closer examination of the nature of the detective novel reveals something far different from the conclusions of Wilson and Auden.
As Auden implies, the detective novel's true appeal is literary. Neither a picture of actual crime, a pure game of wits, nor a popular but degenerate version of tragedy, it is a comedy. More specifically, it remains one of the last outposts of the comedy of manners in fiction. Once the comic nature of the detective story is revealed, then all of its most important characteristics betray a comic function. The central puzzle provides the usual complication, which the detective hero must remove; and its difficulty insures a typically comic engagement of the intellect. The whodunit's plot, full of deceptions, red herrings, clues real and fabricated, parallels the usually intricate plots of comedy, which often depend upon mistaken motives, confusion, and dissembling; it also supports the familiar romantic subplot. And the upper class setting of the detective story places it even more precisely in 34 the tradition of the comedy of manners. Like the fiction of Jane Austen, George Meredith, and Henry James, the detective novel presents the necessary "stable and numerous society ... in which the moral code can in some way be externalized in the more or less predictable details of daily life."5 The haut monde of the whodunit provides not only the accepted subject of the comedy of manners, but also furnishes the perfect place for the observable variations of human behavior to be translated into the significant clues of criminal investigation. The detective thriller maintains the necessary equivalence between the social and the moral code: a minute flaw in breeding, taste, or behavior-the wrong tie, the wrong accent, "bad form" of any sort-translates as a violation of an accepted ethical system and provides grounds for expulsion or condemnation. Because of this system the unofficial investigator succeeds where the police fail. They are ordinary, bourgeois citizens who intrude into a closed, aristocratic society; unable to comprehend the complex and delicate social code, they are invariably stymied. The amateur detective, conversely, always is socially acceptable and comprehends the code of the society he investigates-he can question with delicacy, notice "bad form," or understand lying like a gentleman to the police; therefore, he always triumphs over the mundane ways of the official forces of law and order. In fact, although the most frequent types of detective hero derive superficially from the brilliant eccentrics of nineteenth century detective stories, in reality they owe more to the archetypal heroes of comedy. There is more of Shakespeare, Congreve, and Sheridan than Poe, Conan Doyle, and Chesterton in their creation. Even the characters who dwell in the usual settings of detective fiction share close relationships with the humors characters of literary comedy, which may be why they are so often criticized as mere puppets and stereotypes. Finally, in theme, value, and structure, the formal detective novel displays a close alliance with some of the great works of comic literature of the past; both its peculiar, often-criticized nature and its great popularity result from the attributes and attractions of a particular, stylized, and aristocratic type. Consequently, it would be more appropriate to call the detective novel the "thriller of manners."
The most important personage in any comedy, of course, is the hero, who may not necessarily involve himself, except as a problem solver, in the chief romantic plot, but usually deserves credit for clearing up the obstacles to happiness which comedy traditionally presents. Characters like Prospero, Brainworm, and Tony Lumpkin, for example, are the problem-solvers of their plays, but do not share the romantic hero's rewards. The comic hero of the detective story is the sleuth, often distinctive and prepossessing enough to earn the title of Great Detective, who initially develops from the Poe-Conan Doyle tradition, which may at first seem an unlikely beginning for the comedy of manners.
Poe, it is generally agreed, invented the detective story and established its basic conventions-the murky atmosphere, the insoluble problem, the outre method, the incredible deductions, the adoring Boswell, and the gifted being who unravels the most difficult crimes.6 His prototypical detective, C. Auguste Dupin, possesses a dual temperament, "both creative and ... resolvent," combining the intuition of the poet with the analytical ability of the mathematician; the fusion gives him extraordinary deductive powers, enabling him, for example, to reconstruct his companion's chain of thought from a few penetrating physical observations ("The Murders in the Rue Morgue"). "Enamored of the Night," he shares unusual tastes with his deferential narrator-stooge-they dwell in a "time-eaten and grotesque mansion" which suits "the rather fantastic The usual settings of detective fiction serve a comic as well as a functional purpose. The novel invariably presents murder in isolated and luxurious surroundings, combining the necessities of the whodunit with the manners tradition. The setting limits the suspects to a manageable number and establishes an aura of wealth and gentility, the aristocratic atmosphere of high comedy. The ubiquitous English country house, whose attraction is confirmed by a glance at titles-The Red House Mystery, Crooked House, Peril at End House, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, Scandal at High Chimneys, The House at Satan's Elbow-separates a small, homogeneous, elite group from the rest of the world, performing the same function as the mise en scene of writers like Goldsmith, Sheridan, Jane Austen, George Meredith, and Henry James. Other settings serve the same purpose; the charity bazaars, men's clubs, card parties, hunting lodges, university common rooms, and snowbound resort hotels of the detective novel withstand the intrusions of the bourgeois policemen and the tramp who is always initially suspect. This posh and pedigreed society, remote from criminal reality, often irritates detective novel readers, but it offers social forms for the novelist of manners and, within those forms, the observable clues to human behavior by which the detective hero can identify the culprit.
Though basically homogeneous, this society does contain variety. Its members, though roughly equal in social standing, are not of the same class, family background, or profession. Within a limited range they comprise an English microcosm. There is always at least one representative of the squirearchy, one professional man-commonly a doctor, but sometimes a lawyer, professor, or schoolmaster-a cleancut young sporting type, and a military man (never below the rank of major), usually a veteran of colonial service. An English vicar, often a muscular Christian, frequently hovers about, providing a link with the Established Church. Like the vicar, the other characters serve an emblematic function: the beef-witted squire speaks for the rural aristocratic virtues, "huntin', shootin', NOVEL FALL 1970 and fishin'" the sporting type exemplifies the "Barbarian" graces of good looks, athletic skill, and intellectual deficiency, and the military man stands for the Empire, bluff British honesty, the officer class.
One of the major criticisms of the detective novel is that its characters are merely stereotyped, cardboard constructions, serving the contrivances of a highly artificial method. Though the novelist often creates mere puppets, he errs in good company: his characters generally are modern versions of the humors characters of Roman, Renaissance, and Restoration comedy, people governed by an emblematic function, a single trait, or a necessity of plot. The cast, for example, usually includes a perfectly matched young couple, a "smashing," decent girl (poor, but of good family) and a spirited young man, to provide the traditional romantic plot. The circumstances of the murder frequently implicate the girl, so the young man covers up for her by destroying or manufacturing evidence, providing false alibis, and generally behaving like a gentleman. The detective sympathizes with such actions and avoids embarrassing the pair. In addition, he clears up the obstacle of criminal suspicion so that they can marry: they furnish the objective means by which the detective can benefit society. They are usually a pallid and uninteresting pair who possess little intrinsic appeal, but exist largely to reflect the powers of the comic hero.
Another favorite stock character is the obsessed philosopher or comic pedant, a man defined wholly in terms of his ruling passion, like "my uncle The military man owes to his comic archetype, the miles gloriosus or braggart soldier, a latent ridiculousness: easily recognizable by his phlegmatic temperament, brusque manner, and peculiar habits of speech, he often provides an object of satire. Sometimes he is used solely for humorous effect, as in Major Blunt's embarrassed wooing in The Murder of Roger Ackroyd. His stiff upper lip emphasizes his class and his interests, as Colonel Marchbanks demonstrates while regretting the imprisonment on a murder charge of his host, the Duke of Denver, in Dorothy L. Sayers' Clouds of Witness: " 'Awfully unpleasant for him, poor chap, and with the birds so good this year' " (ch. ii). Like the obsessed philosopher or the military man, most of the other characters achieve an almost archetypal level themselves, derived both from their frequent appearance in detective stories and their constant use in comedy. Usually they are defined only by their function, e.g., the young man is no more than a suitor or the squire no more than the conventional senex iratus. Just as part of the pleasure of comedy results from the author's skillful handling of his stock characters, so too the enjoyment of a mystery comes from the author's tampering with his stereotypes-the reader wonders which of the perennial group will be the murderer this time.
The comedy of manners generally contains an expulsion of the socially undesirable which insures the continued happiness of those remaining. Similarly, the detective novel features two expulsions of "bad" or socially unfit characters: the victim and the murderer. Because only unlikeable characters are made to suffer permanently in comedy, pains are taken to make the victim worthy of his fate: he must be an exceptionally murderable man. This prevents regret and also insures that all characters have sufficient motive. The favorite victim of the mystery is also the favorite unsympathetic character of comedy-the blocking character, who works against such natural and desirable ends as joining the correctly matched young couple. A frequent victim, therefore, is the negative father or mother (a common comic obstacle) who opposes a marriage, makes an unfair will, or refuses to act his or her age, all actions which cause distress to the young. The squire, being elderly, stupid, and irascible, makes an excellent murderee. Virtually all victims, then, suffer their violent expulsion because of some breach of the unwritten social or ethical code of the thriller of manners. Even minute infractions, like ungentlemanliness, incur tremendous penalties. Violations of accepted morality, particularly adultery, are capital crimes; both immoral and ungentlemanly (or unladylike), infidelity usually demands the most rigorous penalty that society can apply. The offense of foreign birth or blood seems too trifling to be murdered for, but Englishmen in general distrust the foreigner, and the comedy of manners, which seems the quintessential representation of a ruling class, follows the prejudices of the society it depicts. The dark, handsome, charming man with gleaming white teeth and glossy black hair (all characteristic of the Latin in the whodunit) is generally marked for murder. Since he attempts also to woo the young girl, he serves a blocking function as well. Murder initiates the action of the detective novel, but its real purpose is to indicate the nature of the society in which it occurs, to provide a complication which requires the abilities of a comic hero, and to exclude a social undesirable.
The murderer, though technically a criminal, is more interesting than his victim and consequently occupies an ambivalent position. On the one hand, he has removed an obstacle, destroyed a rotter posing as a gentleman, or expelled a social ("not much of a farmer" the murderer arouses Lord Peter's, and thereby society's disapproval, which is tantamount to utter condemnation. Although the rest of the novel is devoted to a number of aimless complications, including a wholly nonfunctional cipher, the mystery ceases to matter once the murderer has been identified by means of the manners tradition. Another imposter, young Ronald Merrick of Carr's The Sleeping Sphinx, appears at first an unlikely murderer, since he conforms to the social ethic. After all, how can a cleancut, athletic public school graduate who wears the approved rustic uniform-disreputable tweeds-be guilty of bad form? But Ronald is a rotter, as his artistic talents indicate and his adulterous affair with his victim confirms. Though his crime rids society of one sinner, normality returns only with his own, obviously well-deserved, removal.
The exclusion of the impostor often can be a relatively bloodless affair, provided certain conditions obtain: the rotter.who displays some feeling for the code and the really brilliant murderer who has eliminated an obviously evil person, are often permitted to "do the gentlemanly thing" and commit suicide. Lord Peter provides Penberthy this way out in The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club. The gifted Sir Julian Freke of Whose Body? and the murderer of Roger Ackroyd poison themselves. And even Ronald Merrick chooses to kill himself rather than endure a public trial-those disreputable tweeds count for something, after all. Other brilliant, somewhat gentlemanly criminals are even occasionally allowed to escape punishment, provided their victims were inordinately evil, and that they never return to their original society again. This exception, however, applies only to those with a modicum of social awareness who have done their society a great service. Such criminals also help the detective by taking the final action out of his hands and sparing him any possible personal remorse. Such a murderer's ultimate action represents a conscious attempt at benevolence and obviously recommends his moral character more highly than his victim's. And since the detective's major concern lies in establishing the general innocence rather than punishing specific guilt, the actual fate of the criminal matters little, so long as he quits his society.
Once the murderer leaves, the world of the novel begins to approach its former peacefulness. The last chapter resembles the final scene of almost every traditional comedy. The successful sleuth presides over a feast of some kind in an appropriately convivial place and explains his reasoning, to the accompaniment of admiring comments from those assembled. The group usually consists of all the major characters in the novel-minus murderer and victim-who represent their society as it should be, cleansed of guilt, free of complication and obstacles, recreated anew from the shambles of a temporary disorder. They gather around a table in the library, at a pub, a dinner party, or even at a wedding: the rightly matched couple have finally married or made plans to marry, their relationship symbolizing the happy and orderly end toward which the detective has been working. Poirot, for example, manages a happy marriage in The Mysterious Affair at Styles, causing his Watson, Captain Hastings, to comment, "Who on earth but Poirot would have thought of a trial for murder as a restorer of conjugal happiness" (ch. xiii). At this feast the detective also explains red herrings, forgives those who (through the best of motives) have misled him, and offers advice for the future. The comic hero employs his greatest gifts: he is an engineer of destiny, with the power to recreate a new society from the ruins of the old. Moreover, his acuity and perception, which had enabled him to penetrate both a social code and a complex mystery, now function as abilities even more magical: he presides over a festival of innocence celebrating a return to the usual normative state, and he distributes the miraculous gift of absolution by establishing the essential goodness and worth of the society that survives. As the tricky slave, the benevolent elf, or the Prospero of a particular world, the detective has rearranged human relationships to insure the reintegration and harmony of an entire social order. This conventional ending re-emphasizes the comic structure and function of the formal detective novel.
Often, in fact, the detective novel moves over into purely comic realms. This movement results quite naturally from the whodunit's origins in the manners traditions. In his book on Henry James, The Expense of Vision, Laurence Bedwell Holland has remarked of the novel of manners, "That the genre tends toward stylization is suggested by some of the predecessors which on the surface it most resembles: the literature of courtship, Shakespeare's idyllic comedies, Restoration comedy, and the literature of sensibility." As a highly conventionalized version of the thriller and a further stylization of a highly stylized form, the whodunit frequently exhibits a conscious tampering with conventions and becomes sophisticated self-parody. Anthony Berkeley has produced a number of startling variations on the normal whodunit, all of them skillful and individual: in Trial and Error, the murderer finds himself forced to prove his own guilt; in Before the Fact, the victim helps plan her own demise; in The Poisoned Chocolates Case, six different and utterly plausible solutions for one murder are suggested by six different amateur detectives. Agatha Christie has written one book, Ten Little Indians, in which all of the characters, including the murderer, are victims. Her best novel, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, serves a number of purposes: it provides the staple attributes of the detective story, satirizes the tiny rural village of King's Abbot, "rich in unmarried ladies and retired military officers . . . whose hobbies and recreations can be summed up in one word, 'gossip' " (ch. ii), and "tricks" the reader by revealing the narrator to be the murderer, a departure from convention that aroused considerable critical controversy. Dorothy L. Sayers often wholly subordinates her mystery to a purely literary purpose. The Nine Tailors is less a detective novel than a nostalgic picture of life in the fen country of East Anglia. In Gaudy Night Lord Peter plays Mirabell to Harriet Vane's Millamant against the Oxford landscape of a "straight" academic comedy devoted to a rather repellent intellectual-feminist thesis. Though her Clouds of Witness seems at first a very complicated and satisfying novel of detection, it actually serves to vindicate the aristocratic way of life: Lord Peter defends his brother, the Duke of Denver, before the House of Lords, redeems the honor of his family, and selects the right mate for his flighty sister, who has a penchant for unsuitable men. Along the way he excludes the socially unfit-Bohemians, Socialists, "conchies," and cads-while bringing the right people together; the only complete villain in the novel, which has no murderer, is a lout of a farmer who is conveniently run over by a taxicab. Michael Innes also employs the detective story for comic purposes-a satirical look at academic life in Seven Suspects, a humorous picture of the art world in One Man Show, a sly Jamesian parody in Comedy of Terrors; the highly literate Innes manages to satirize his characters, their world, and the mystery itself, all within the normal framework of the whodunit. Most of these works display not only the usual conditioning exerted by the comedy of manners on the whodunit, but also normal comedy of manners masquerading as the detective novel, further demonstrating the reciprocity between the two forms.
Even the detective himself is not immune to the incidental humor of more orthodox comedy. Lord Peter Wimsey, whose earlier novels satirize a wide variety of subjects, begins as a figure of fun before he eventually becomes a priggish superman. An exaggerated aristocrat in everything he does, Wimsey falls into his very best Bertie Wooster Oxonian even when confronting a poisoner: "I read a book somewhere which said it was all done by leucocytes-those jolly little white corpuscles, don't you know-which sort of got around the stuff and bustled it along so that it couldn't do any harm ... the point is that if you go on taking arsenic for a good long time . .. you establish a what-not, an immunity, and you can take six or seven grains at a time without so much as a touch of indijaggers" (Strong Poison, ch. xv).
Less satirized in his later novels, Wimsey declines in humor as he develops in ability and personality (some attribute this decline to the author's gradually becoming too much enamored of her own creation to hold him up to ridicule). In the later books he displays superhuman versatility in addition to his already impressive skills-he shows himself, among other things, an expert bellringer, champion cricketer, successful international diplomat, and adept advertising copywriter. But his early books demonstrate the humorous potential within the detective hero, a potential that only faintly survives in Hercule Poirot's ludicrous appearance and mannerisms and Gideon Fell's Falstaffian presence. The detective never fully realized his intrinsic capacity for laughter, perhaps because the whodunit failed to enter wholly into the genre that inspired it.
The formal detective novel may succeed best in England because of its dependence on the mainstreams of the national literary heritage. Its use of the heroes, the characters, the archetypes and patterns of fictional comedy of manners for its major sources of theme and meaning is fully appropriate to that heritage. English fiction most often avoids and condemns the extremes of violence, disorder, or anti-social action, favoring instead wholeness, harmony, and social integration, the stable virtues of an essentially benevolent and correct society. Firmly in the mainstream of English literature, the detective novel shares a strong affinity with the "great tradition" identified by F. R. Leavis as central to British fiction. Since it also favors rural settings and rural (though upper-class) people, the formal detective novel shares with the novels of Jane Austen, George Eliot, Anthony Trollope, and George Meredith a tinge of the pastoral. This pastoralism explains in part the whodunit's characteristic distance from ordinary life: like the conven-tional pastorals of Spenser or Sydney, the detective novel should be judged in terms of its form, rather than in reference to the life that teems outside its quiet, genteel world.
Again like other forms of English fiction, the whodunit assumes a benevolent and knowable universe. In part imitating Conan Doyle's ability to illuminate and transform the ordinary details of life, detective novelists liberally sprinkle charts, diagrams, timetables, maps, plans, and other concrete evidence throughout their books, indicating the English tradition of empirical thought. This penchant for the tangible implies a world that can be interpreted by human reason, embodied in the superior intellect of the detective. His penetration of facts and clues shows his power to apprehend particular reality and attach significance to the trivial residue of any human action. Finding a meaning in the tiniest clue enables the detective to know the truth; thus, his universe seems explainable, the typical cosmos of English fiction, unlike the extravagant and grotesque realities of the American novel. Like the Gothic novel, which treats the seemingly irrational and inexplicable, the detective novel always provides a plausible and rational explanation of even the most perplexing chain of events.
Though the whodunit lacks verisimilitude, it practices the specific literary realism of its major tradition, not so much true to all observable life, as true to its stylized segment of life and its own assumed vision. Having confined his vision to a particular complex of conventions, the detective novelist attempts only to meet the requirements of those conventions, with no reference to the realities of criminal behavior. The highly artificial nature of the form, combined with its pastoral tendencies, isolates it from the facts of life-a detective novel of thirty or forty years ago seems only slightly dated, if at all. The detective novels of the Golden Age never mention the tensions and dangers that threatened the precarious stability of the Twenties and Thirties. They say nothing of the Depression, the social, economic, and political unrest of that time, but choose to remain within the genteel luxury of an aristocratic world, suffering the intrusions of the police and the initially suspected nameless vagabond before the detective hero turns suspicion on society. Except for these brief intrusions, themselves conventional, the great concern of the detective novel is centripetal; it is a formal minuet leading to an inescapable conclusion, as mannered and unreal as the masque, the sonnet, or the drawing room farce.
Aside from its interest as a disappearing vestige of the comedy of manners, perhaps the most important question that remains involves the reasons for the form's flourishing at its particular moment in history. Its profoundly English nature and heritage supply one answer: the detective novel demonstrates perhaps the last identifiable place where traditional, genteel, British fashions, assumptions, and methods triumph in the twentieth century novel. Another answer to the enigma of the detective novel has been advanced by John Paterson, who feels the form answered a profound cultural need in the troubled times of the Golden Age:
In the age of the Boom, the Great Depression, flappers and gangsterism, and the Fascist Solution, it recalls the sober gentility and crude optimism of an earlier
